In addition to securing minimum standards of learning among students, assessment is increasingly used as a tool to improve students' learning. Assessment quality is measured as part of the Course Experience Questionnaire; however, the original 'appropriate assessment' scale has demonstrated ambiguous psychometric properties. The current study aimed to gain knowledge about occupational therapy students' perceptions of assessment, and this was achieved by examining the factor structure and internal consistency of the six items on the 'appropriate assessment' scale. Students from six Norwegian universities (n = 187, response rate 61.3 %) completed the scale and reported demographic information. The factor structure of the scale was assessed with Principal Components Analysis and Parallel Analysis, and internal consistency was assessed with Cronbach's α and mean inter-item correlations. Three factors were extracted from the data: Factor 1 (three items, α = 0.51) is concerned with the content of assessment. Factor 2 (two items, α = 0.62) is concerned with the context of assessment. Finally, Factor 3 (one item) is concerned with the feedback to students following assessment. In view of the item mean scores, feedback in particular appears to be an area of improvement for the occupational therapy programs, as well as a venue for further research.
INTRODUCTION
Assessment is an integral part of the higher education experience, and more than any other factor it influences what and how students learn (Boud, 1988; Tennant, McMullen, & Kaczynski, 2003) . Students' qualifications are assessed before they are admitted to the study program, and they are assessed more or less regularly, for different purposes, as they proceed with their study. Assessment serves two general purposes (Ramsden, 2003; Tennant et al., 2003; Wiliam, 2011) . Assessment of learning, also called summative assessment, often involves grading and aims at assessing the student's level of knowledge or skill at the conclusion of a course. In outcomes-based education guided by the constructive alignment framework (Biggs & Tang, 2007) , this form of assessment is directed towards the student's learning in relation to pre-established learning outcomes. On the other hand, assessment for learning, also called formative assessment, denotes assessment aimed at adding to and improving the student's learning (Wiliam, 2011) . Thus, formative assessment is process oriented, whereas summative assessment is product oriented.
In recent years, formative assessment has attracted much interest and is perceived an important tool for learning. In Norway, this was highlighted in a recent white paper constituting the foundation for current debates on higher education (Department of Knowledge, 2016 Knowledge, -2017 . In this white paper, assessment is described as essential for students' learning and their continued motivation for studying. At the same time, this aspect of the students' higher education experience is one with which they continuously report to be less satisfied, compared to other aspects (Damen, Keller, Hamberg, & Bakken, 2016) . For example, in retrospect, one in five higher education students in Norway report to be dissatisfied with the feedback he or she has received during the study program (Damen et al., 2016) . This is in contrast to the high level of general satisfaction reported by higher education students in the country, and providing more frequent and higher quality feedback to students should therefore be focused within the higher education institutions (Department of Knowledge, 2016 Knowledge, -2017 .
Assessment has frequently been considered an aspect of the larger learning environment, or the 'presage' factors (Biggs, 1989) . It has been suggested that the presage factors may affect learning outcomes directly or indirectly, in the latter case by influencing the students' approaches to learning (Biggs, 1989; Diseth, 2007; Lizzio, Wilson, & Simons, 2002) . Ramsden (1991) found five learning environment factors to be derived from his proposed questionnaire, namely clear goals and standards, emphasis on independence, good teaching, appropriate workload, and appropriate assessment. By using scales to measure these concepts, a substantial amount of research has been in support of associations between learning environment factors and study behaviors and outcomes in a variety of student groups (Baeten, Kyndt, Struyven, & Dochy, 2010; Diseth, 2007; Diseth, Pallesen, Hovland, & Larsen, 2006; Gustin, Abbiati, Bonvin, Gerbase, & Baroffio, 2018; Kreber, 2003; Sharma, 1997; Wilson, Lizzio, & Ramsden, 1997) , including occupational therapy (Richardson, Gamborg, & Hammerberg, 2005; Sadlo & Richardson, 2003) . For example, Lizzio, Wilson, and Simons (2002) found that the higher-order measure of good teaching, which included the 'appropriate assessment' scale, was associated with a deep approach to studying and with greater satisfaction, greater generic skill development, and better grades. In Norway, Diseth and co-workers (2010) used structural equation modelling to demonstrate that approaches to studying mediated the relationships between perceptions of the learning environment and exam performance.
In the context of an ongoing longitudinal study concerned with learning processes and the learning environment among Norwegian occupational therapy students, we found that the items included in the 'appropriate assessment' scale as developed by Ramsden (1991) did not yield an acceptable level of internal consistency (Carstensen et al.; Mørk et al.) . The finding indicated that the scale items do not measure aspects of the same concept. Previous studies have indeed produced ambiguous results concerned with the properties of this particular scale, as internal consistency measures have ranged considerably (α between 0.47 and 0.74) between studies (Ramsden, 1991; Richardson, 1994; Wilson et al., 1997) . In addition, two of the items concerned with staff learning from students (item # 6) and providing qualitative feedback in addition to grades (item # 29), have been shown to load more strongly on the 'good teaching' scale of the instrument. Thus, modified versions of the scale have been used in subsequent studies (Byrne & Flood, 2003; Ginns, Prosser, & Barrie, 2007) . In view of the evidence suggesting assessment to contribute substantially towards learning (e.g., Baeten et al., 2010; Biggs & Tang, 2007; Boud & Falchikov, 2007; Richardson et al., 2005) , and the emphasis currently placed on improving assessment in higher education (Damen et al., 2016; Department of Knowledge, 2016 -2017 , more exploration into the apparently multidimensional nature of assessment is needed.
Study Aim
The aim of the current study was to gain knowledge about occupational therapy students' perceptions of exams and assessments, as they had experienced them during the first half-year of their study program. This was accomplished by examining the structure of the responses they had provided to the 'appropriate assessment' scale.
METHODS

Design and Study Context
The study is a sub-study related to a longitudinal study of occupational therapy students in Norway, focusing on their perceptions of the learning environment and their approaches to studying. The present study had a cross-sectional design, employing data from the students while in their first year of study. The data were collected at a time of convenience at each of the universities, between December 2017 and March 2018.
Participants and Response Rate
Occupational therapy students at six higher education institutions in Norway were recruited for inclusion. From the six education programs, 305 students were eligible participants, and of these 187 students (response rate 61.3 %) participated. For each of the institutions, the response rates were 24/76 = 31.6 % in Oslo, 56/77 = 72.7 % in Trondheim, 19/39 = 48.7 % in Gjøvik, 31/47 = 66.0 % in Sandnes, 24/24 = 100.0 % in Tromsø, and 33/42 = 78.6 % in Bergen.
Measurement
Sociodemographic variables. Age (in years) and time spent on independent studying (average hours during a typical week) were registered as continuous variables. Gender, having prior experience from higher education, and having occupational therapy as the highest prioritized line of education at the time of enrolment were registered as categorical variables.
Appropriate assessment. The original Course Experience Questionnaire (CEQ; Ramsden, 1991) consists of 30 items distributed onto five scales: clear goals and standards, emphasis on independence, good teaching, appropriate workload, and appropriate assessment; the latter scale being used in this study. The concept 'appropriate assessment' refers to assessment and exam forms that promote and support students' learning processes. They emphasize understanding and independent reasoning, as opposed to the memorizing of facts. Appropriate assessments are distributed across the study course and aligned with the study progression, and are not only placed at the end of the course. They also emphasize formative feedback that goes beyond grading and brief, written feedback on assignments (Pettersen, 2007) . One example item from the scale is: "Staff seem more interested in testing what you've memorized than what you've understood"; whereas all scale items are listed in Table 2 . Modified and shorter versions of the 'appropriate assessment' scale have been employed in previous research (e.g., Byrne & Flood, 2003; Ginns et al., 2007) ; however, this study employed the already translated version of the original scale (Pettersen, 2007) . Both in this translated version and the original, the items concerned with the 'appropriate assessment' scale are arranged throughout the CEQ instrument. All items were scored 1-5, reflecting a response continuum from disagreeing to agreeing with the item content. Scores were reversed prior to analysis, such that higher scores indicated little endorsement of each item's content.
Data Analysis
The sample was described with descriptive statistics; i.e., means and standard deviations for continuous variables and frequencies and percentages for categorical variables. Comparisons between men and women were performed using Chi-square tests (categorical variables) and independent t-tests (continuous variables).
When assessing latent factors in the 'appropriate assessment' scale items, an exploratory Principal Components Analysis (PCA) was performed. Bartlett's Test of Sphericity (Bartlett, 1954) was used to assess whether the variables' correlations were significantly different from zero. Expecting the scale items to be intrinsically correlated, we used the Direct Oblimin rotation method. Factor extraction was determined by inspecting the scree-plots, by assessing the Eigenvalue (λ) estimates, and by assessing the proportion of data variance explained by the factors. According to guidelines, factors with λ > 1 and/or factors explaining more than 10 % the variables' variance proportions were retained. In addition, we employed Parallel Analysis (Horn, 1965) in order not to overestimate the number of extracted factors (Zwick & Velicer, 1986) . The Parallel Analysis proposes that factors should be retained only if the actual λ exceeds the randomly generated λ of the corresponding factor in a random dataset, when the same number of variables and respondents is used.
Statistical measures reported from the PCA include communalities, indicating the variance proportion of each variable explained by the factors together, and factor loadings, which are estimates of the association between a given variable and the extracted factors. To obtain a clearer view of the pattern, the factor loadings from the structure matrix were inspected, and loadings > 0.40 were considered high. Internal consistency was examined with Cronbach's α and inter-item correlations. Cronbach's α coefficients exceeding 0.70 (Ponterotto & Ruckdeschel, 2007) , and/or mean interitem correlations exceeding 0.20 (Briggs & Cheek, 1986) , were considered satisfactory.
Research Ethics
Approval for collecting, storing and utilizing the data was granted on October 12, 2017 by the Norwegian Center for Research Data (project no. 55875).
RESULTS
Participants
The characteristics of the study participants are displayed in Table 1 . On average, the male participants were two years older than the female, and compared to the female participants, a larger proportion of the male participants had some experience from higher education from before they were enrolled in the occupational therapy program. Other than this, there were no systematic differences between men and women in the sample on the employed variables. Table 1 Sociodemographic and Educational Characteristics of the Study Participants
22.9 (4.6) 24.5 (5.5) 22.5 (4.3) <0.05 0.41 Time spent on self-study 9.3 (7.0) 9.6 (7.9) 9.3 (6.8) 0.78 0.04 Note: One participant did not report gender. Time spent on self-study is average number hours during a typical week spent on independent study.
Item Scores
The participants' scores on each of the six 'appropriate assessment' scale items are displayed in Table 2 . Five of the six items had a mean score between 3.5 and 3.8, whereas item #29 ("Feedback on student work is usually provided only in the form of marks and grades") received a considerably lower mean score (M = 2.4) in the sample. Factor structure and internal consistency of the scale. As the first step in the PCA, Bartlett's test of sphericity was found to be statistically significant (p < 0.001), indicating that the correlations between the scale items were significantly from zero. The items' communalities ranged between 0.51 (item 15) and 0.88 (item 29). Three factors had Eigenvalues > 1 and they were extracted: Factor 1, λ = 1.82, explaining 30.4 % of the data variance; Factor 2: λ = 1.21, explaining 20.2 % of the data variance; and Factor 3: λ = 1.06, explaining 17.7 % of the data variance. Thus, a cumulative 68.3 % of the total data variance was explained by the three factors together. When controlling the factor extraction with the Parallel Analysis, we found a randomly generated λ = 1.03 for Factor 3, which was lower than the actual λ found for the third extracted factor in the PCA. Thus, the Parallel Analysis confirmed that three factors should be extracted.
The structure matrix showed that all items loaded substantially (i.e., > 0.40) on one of the three factors, with no cross-loadings (i.e., all other factor loadings < 0.40). Three items loaded on Factor 1: Items #10 (need only a good memory), #32 (working hard around exam), and #15 (what you've memorized), factor loadings ranging between 0.61 and 0.76. Two items loaded on Factor 2: Items #6 (nothing to learn) and #26 (just about facts), with corresponding factor loadings 0.85 and 0.83. Finally, item #29 (only marks and grades) loaded on Factor 3 with a factor loading of 0.94. Factors 1 and 2 were positively correlated (0.18), whereas the correlations between Factors 1 and 3 (-0.07) and between Factor 2 and 3 were negative (-0.08).
The internal consistency of the three items belonging to factor 1 (items #10, #32, and #15) were Cronbach's α = 0.51, mean inter-item correlation = 0.26. Deleting any of the items from this factor would lead to lower internal consistency between items. For the items belonging to Factor 2 (items #6 and #26), internal consistency was Cronbach's α = 0.62, mean inter-item correlation = 0.46. As only one item (item #29) loaded on Factor 3, measures of internal consistency are irrelevant for this factor. The results from the PCA and the internal consistency analyses are displayed in Table 3 . 
DISCUSSION
In this study we found that the six items comprising the 'appropriate assessment' scale, as derived from the Course Experience Questionnaire (Ramsden, 1991) , empirically loaded on three factors. This appears to logically explain the low measure of internal consistency between the six items, a problem encountered in previous studies (Richardson, 1994) including studies from our own current project (Carstensen et al.; Mørk et al.) . In essence, the findings suggest that assessment, as measured with the original 'appropriate assessment' scale, may be viewed as comprising three distinct aspects.
The three items belonging to Factor 1 (items # 10, # 32, and # 15; see Table 2 for item content) concentrated on what teachers in fact tend to assess, and what the student needs to do in order to perform well at exams. Thus, this factor is concerned with assessment content. The items are all phrased negatively and high endorsement of the items on this factor would indicate endorsing a view that assessment most of all requires memorizing and rote learning around exam time. Judging from the mean scores (Table 2) , the sample as a whole trended towards disagreeing with the items' content, indicating a perception that assessment required a broader approach. However, all response options were used for each of the items and the correlations between the three items, as indicated by their uniform factor loadings ( Table 3 ), indicate that the students had a stable pattern of responses to them: Those who tended to agree with one item on the factor tended also to agree with the other two. Conversely, those who tended to oppose the meaning content of one item on Factor 1 tended also to oppose the content of the other two.
It appears that Factor 1 is concerned with assessment of lower versus higher levels of learning, a conceptualization that readily aligns with Biggs' Structure of the Observed Learning Outcome (SOLO) taxonomy (Biggs & Tang, 2007) . Students agreeing with the items effectively state that the assessments, as they have experienced them, function largely as memory checking. Teaching and assessment aligned to this level of knowledge -oriented towards memorizing facts, rather than understanding relationships between facts -is likely to foster surface approaches to learning and poorer learning outcomes among students (Baeten et al., 2010; Lizzio et al., 2002; Richardson, 2005; Wilson et al., 1997) , and should therefore be discouraged. Moreover, Tennant and co-workers (2003) reminded that assessment should not only concern the students' level of academic understanding, but also their know-how and skills in practical settings. The latter 'authentic assessment' type may be preferred within the healthcare institutions and services, and it would certainly involve assessing students' learning at the relational and generalizing levels of the SOLO taxonomy (Biggs & Tang, 2007) . The three items included in Factor 1 may serve as an indicator of the students' perceived level of learning required in the relevant course.
The two items associated with Factor 2 (items # 6 and # 26; see Table 2 for item content) focus on the teachers' attitudes and preoccupations, as expressed by their behaviors toward the students. Thus, these items comprise aspects of the context for assessment. In comparison to the items loading on Factor 1, they are not concerned with the content of the assessment, and thus less directly concerned with what the exam situation requires of the student. However, the degree to which students perceive their teachers to have concern for more than plain facts would logically influence how they prepare for assessments.
Similarly, the degree to which students perceive teachers to have an interest in their reasoning, indicating that teachers might have something to learn from the students, is likely to impact on the students' sense of confidence and feelings about assessment in general. Again, judging from the mean scores of the items belonging to Factor 2 (Table 2) , the sample as a whole trended not to agree with the items' content. However, all response options were used for the two items, indicating that there were students who tended to agree with a negative view of the assessment context.
It has been noted that the power differential related to assessment is more outspoken than in any other area of education (Nicol & Macfarlane-Dick, 2006) . Thus, teachers' and supervisors' words -not to mention their absence of words, and their gestures and bodily expressions -may create an atmosphere that inhibits learning (Snyder, 2018) . Creating curiosity and a positive climate for learning may be promoted by keeping focused on reasoning rather than facts, and by conveying a positive regard for students. The two items included in Factor 2 may therefore serve as an indicator of the learning context as perceived by the students.
Factor 3 was comprised by only one item (item # 29; see Table 2 for item content), which was concerned with feedback to the students. Importantly, as shown by the item mean score (Table 2) , this was the one aspect of assessment towards which the sample held a more negative perception. This indicates that the students in fact were in relative agreement with the statement that feedback only occurred in the form of marks and grades given by the teachers. This form of assessment aligns with the notion of summative assessment (Boud & Falchikov, 2007; Scriven, 1991) , a type of assessment needed to ascertain that students achieve the defined minimum standards and to distinguish between students achieving better and poorer learning outcomes. Traditionally, most of the assessment resources in higher education have been directed towards the summative assessment type (Havnes & Raaheim, 2006) . However, in view of research and policy emphasizing the role of formative feedback in student learning (Department of Knowledge, 2016 Knowledge, -2017 Wiliam, 2011) , the overreliance of summative assessment, as indicated by the participants in this study, appears to be particularly problematic for the involved education programs. Rather, to add to the students' learning process, both the nature and the timing of assessment should be considered. Assessment directed towards enhancing the students' learning is quite different from assessment in the form of gradesgenerally, the first form serves the student, while the latter form serves the education program's systemic requirements. Formative feedback that is provided regularly throughout the education program can inspire, redirect, and challenge the student to move forward, while feedback in the form of final course grades merely states the quality of what the student has achieved (Wiliam, 2011) . Students may also benefit from taking part in the assessment process themselves, by assessing their own work or performance, or that of their peers (Boud, 2000) .
Interestingly, previous factor-analytic research on the assessment scale has found the item concerned with feedback to load more strongly on the factor named 'good teaching' (Ramsden, 1991) . Consequently, we may envision that in the student's mind, receiving good feedback can feel like learning rather than undergoing assessment. In particular, when feedback is not just a response to what the student has produced, but also includes a concrete discussion on how the students may improve his or her performance, feedback -or rather: feed-forward (Boud & Falchikov, 2007) , becomes teaching. For students, feedback is also vital on an existential level; without it, occupational therapy students undergoing fieldwork recently reported feeling "lost, scattered, scared, cautious, disappointed and angry […]" (Snyder, 2018) . Based on this particular study, it appears the item relating to feedback can somewhat crudely indicate the quality of feedback provided in the relevant course.
Considering how the 'appropriate assessment' scale items loaded on three factors, as discussed above, we suggest that assessment is a multi-faceted phenomenon. Moreover, we suggest that the facets as detected in this study largely relate to the content of assessment; the context for assessment; and the feedback following assessment. The students develop an understanding of the content knowledge they have to possess, reproduce, apply or synthesize to perform well at exams, and how they need to study to be able to do so. They develop this understanding within the context of teachers' general attitudes towards students and the curriculum. Finally, the students' experiences after exams and assessments will inform their views on what kinds of feedback they can expect following assessment. The interrelationships between these facets of assessment are modelled in Figure 1 . Figure 1 . A model of three facets of assessment. The arrows represent the factors derived from the 'appropriate assessment' scale. Factor 1 is the students' preparations for assessment and their perceptions of what is required to do well (assessment content). Factor 2 is the teachers' general attitudes towards students and the curriculum (assessment context). Factor 3 is the teachers' feedback on the students' work (feedback).
Study Limitations and Future Research
The study is based on the use of self-report questionnaires only. Thus, the results show the structure of the students' responses to the questionnaire items, yielding a view of the latent factors in the instrument. However, the thoughts and explanations of the students themselves, as pertaining to assessment, remain unknown. The scale consistency measures (Cronbach's α) were lower than usually considered acceptable. However, a low number of items on scales, as was the case in this study, is commonly associated with low Cronbach's α estimates (Ponterotto & Ruckdeschel, 2007) . In view of the short scales, the acceptable mean inter-item correlations provide evidence of their internal consistency (Briggs & Cheek, 1986) .
The sample was recruited from all of the six current occupational therapy education programs in Norway, and the sample size was sufficient for the employed analytic procedures. However, the response rate varied substantially between the universities, which may detract from our ability to generalize the findings to the larger population of undergraduate occupational therapy students.
Future studies may employ qualitative interviews with students so they can convey their views of assessment in their own words, in addition to responding to predetermined questions with fixed response options in questionnaires. Studies may be conducted longitudinally, or with different year cohorts, to examine whether views on assessment are stable over time, and whether responses are different or similar for less experienced compared to more experienced students.
CONCLUSION
The aim of the current study was to gain knowledge about occupational therapy students' perceptions of exams and assessments. We examined the structure of their responses to an 'appropriate assessment' scale, and found three latent factors: they concerned assessment content, assessment context, and feedback following assessment. In view of the low mean score on the item related to feedback, this appears to be an area of improvement for the occupational therapy programs, as well as a venue for further research.
